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Abstract
This paper discusses the methods practitioner-researchers use to analyse written texts.
Much attention towards the written word in design discourse is directed at typography –
how words are used visually to communicate meaning. This paper considers the written
word from a different perspective. Here, we aim to reveal how designers analyse written
texts for research and ideation. We describe a range of methods we have developed
through our own research and practice, as well as analytical approaches other
practitioner-researchers use.
There are many approaches to the analysis of texts – for example, semiotic (Kress and van
Leeuwen 2001, 2006), content (Krippendorff 2004), discourse (Gee 1999) and more
recently visual methods (Rose 2007). However, we are specifically interested in the
methods designers use to draw out ideas, understanding and inspiration from written texts
– a focus that is not directly addressed by any of these existing approaches. Importantly,
many of the methods we describe here are widely used in design practice, but are not
acknowledged or reported to be useful in a research context. Therefore, it is valuable to
reframe these practice-based methods within a research context and claim their scholarly
contribution.
In this paper, we describe three approaches to analysing written texts, which we have
named Visual Abstraction, Focused Data-mining and Exploratory Data-mining. Each
approach is supported with examples and anecdotes by practitioner-researchers; ourselves
and others. Examining our own work allows us to trace initial text analysis through to final
design/research outcomes, illustrated with examples from the entire process. To conclude,
we discuss why these methods are a meaningful contribution to design scholarship.
Keywords: design research, practice-led research, text analysis

1646

Conference Proceedings

Zoë SADOKIERSKI and Kate SWEETAPPLE

Introduction
Much attention towards the written word in design discourse is directed at typography –
how words are used visually to communicate meaning. This paper considers the written
word from a different perspective. Here, we aim to reveal how designers analyse written
texts for research and ideation. We describe a range of methods we have developed
through our own research and practice, as well as analytical approaches other
practitioner-researchers use.
There are many approaches to the analysis of texts – for example, semiotic (Kress and
van Leeuwen 2001, 2006), content (Krippendorff 2004), discourse (Gee 1999) and more
recently visual methods (Rose 2007). However we are specifically interested in the
methods designers use to draw out ideas, understanding and inspiration from written
texts – a focus that is not directly addressed by any of these existing approaches.
Importantly, many of the methods we describe here are widely used in design practice,
but are not acknowledged or reported to be useful in a research context. Therefore, it is
valuable to reframe these practice-based methods within a research context and claim
their scholarly contribution.
In this paper, we describe three approaches to analysing written texts that we have
named Visual Abstraction, Focused Data-mining and Exploratory Data-mining. Each
approach is supported with examples and anecdotes by practitioner-researchers –
ourselves and others. Examining our own work allows us to trace initial text analysis
through to final design/research outcomes, illustrated with examples from the entire
process. We also critically discuss the analytical practices of designers Sam Winston and
Stefanie Posavec, who are both articulate about their analysis of written texts. To
conclude, we discuss why these methods are a meaningful contribution to design
scholarship.

Practitioner-researcher methods to analyse written texts
In this first section, we discuss three methods to analyse written texts, used by ourselves
and other practitioner-researchers:
1. Visual Abstraction – as a way to see past the narrative to reveal patterns and rhythms
in the text;
2. Focused data-mining – searching written texts for predetermined themes or ideas;
3. Exploratory data-mining – searching written texts with loose or uncertain focus,
allowing focus to occur in the process of searching.

1. Visual Abstraction
Revealing rhythm and pattern is a particular strength of the visual. Below, we discuss two
examples where abstraction has been used to reveal rhythm and patterns in written
documents: Stefanie Posavec’s ‘Writing Without Words’ and Zoë Sadokierski’s thumbnail
schemas. In these methods, the act of abstracting the written text through visual analysis
removes the distraction of narrative in order to reveal patterns and find new readings of
the text.
Through the process of turning text into ‘data’, we stop reading the narrative and start to
read something else. Here, that something else is a visual language that the designer has
created to explore the text in non-traditional ways. At this stage, we are reading the visual
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language of the designer/researcher, not the original text. The visual language is a kind of
coding using design elements such as colour, line, shape, pattern and hierarchy.
Stefanie Posavec completed an MA in Communication Design from Central Saint
1
Martins in 2006. Posavec’s final work, ‘Writing Without Words’, treats classic novels as
data sets; she extracts quantitative information from the books in order to communicate
something about the text other than the author’s narrative. Posavec describes this work
as “a project that explores methods of visually representing text” in order to visualise
“differences in writing styles of various authors.” (2007) The result is a set of diagrams,
posters and books that visually represent the texts.

Figure 1: ‘First Chapters’ – Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Woolf and Huxley. Stefanie Posavec 2007

‘First Chapters’ are diagrams visualising the first chapters of classic novels – the number
of words per sentence determines the length of the line, each new sentence turns the line
90°. Abstracting sentences to lines renders the narrative unreadable, allowing the viewer
to focus on the ‘units of language’ that compose each book. As a collection, these
drawings quickly describe the different writing styles of the various authors. Explaining
the variations in sentence length would be lengthy and potentially boring to read –

1
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displaying them as a collection of juxtaposed drawings makes a concise point, that can
be further ‘read’ the longer the viewer spends comparing the diagrams to each other.
Interpreting the sentence lengths and paragraph structure is not the same as interpreting
the narrative. Each sentence diagram is a visual onomatopoeia of the written text – as
well as the length of sentences, they reveal the rhythm and pattern of the writing style.

Figure 2: ‘First Chapters’ – Hemingway and Kerouac. Stefanie Posavec 2007

For example, compare Hemingway and Kerouac’s diagrams – Hemingway is known for
his pared-back prose and conversely Kerouac for his unpunctuated ramblings. The visual
language of these maps reveals the different writing styles clearly and succinctly.
While Posavec abstracts novels into quantifiable data to understand and communicate
something about different writing styles, Sadokierski abstracts novels as a thumbnail
schema, in order to understand and communicate image placement in novels. Her 2010
2
doctoral thesis analysed hybrid novels – novels in which images such as photographs,
drawings and diagrams are integrated in the written narrative. The appearance of graphic
images on the pages of novels is unusual; novels are conventionally a purely written
literary form. In order to understand where these graphic elements appear within a hybrid
novel, Sadokierski sketched thumbnail schemas for a range of novels:

2

‘Visual Writing: A critique of graphic devices in hybrid novels, from a visual communication design
perspective’
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Figure 3: Thumbnail schema of Jonathan Safran Foer’s novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close

Designers generate thumbnail sketches to map out a document (print or digital), creating
a schema similar to the floor plan of a building or a tailor’s pattern. This schema allows
the designer to plan where compositional and graphic elements appear and to establish
rhythm within the layout (considering how design decisions affect the pace of reading and
comprehension of the text). A thumbnail schema helps the designer envision the
document as a whole – to make decisions about individual design elements in the context
of the whole document.
Although thumbnailing is generally used at the ideation stage of a design project, the
example above shows how it can be an analytical tool; deconstructing the composition to
reveal insights about how written and graphic elements relate. Could the placement of
3
graphic devices be related to printing specifications? Is there visual rhythm that
orchestrates the placement of graphic devices? Of particular interest here is that a
thumbnail has the effect of ‘flattening the landscape’; it gets rid of all the cues a visual
person would be distracted by – typeface, line length and other compositional elements –
in order to think about a text as a map. This method analyses a written text by abstracting
it completely, revealing insights that may have been missed by looking at the book as a
‘codex’ – page by page, rather than as a schema.
The thumbnail schema is coded using different colours to represent different types of
image – see above. A single schema communicates the relationship between the written
word and graphic devices within the novel. Similar to Posavec’s diagrams, the schemas
also communicate further when compared to other schemas. Below, the schemas for
three separate books show the variety graphic type and frequency in different hybrid
novels. There is no ‘general formula’ for where graphic devices appear in hybrid novels.

3

Sections of specialty paper may be ‘tipped in’ so graphics are printed at higher quality, or colour
graphics may be printed only on certain pages to reduce production costs.
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4

Sketching thumbnails is a meditative exercise that encourages a ‘conversation’ with the
text, revealing new insights about the design of each page without the distraction of
reading the narrative. Committing pen to paper – sketching the graphics – requires
breaking down the composition of the page in order to sketch it. The slowness of the
process encourages reflection; for between an hour and an hour and a half – the time it
took to sketch the schema for an entire novel – focus was entirely on the ‘bigger picture’.
The thumb-nailing exercise encourages looking with a ‘curious eye’ – actively seeking what
5
is not yet known, placing it into the context of a research method not an ideation tool.
Posavec also discusses the value of performing her initial text analysis by hand, rather
than using computer programs: “Much of what I do is with pencil and paper…. I find a
subject that I love, and try to find within it something I can map, or markdown on paper.
Then I spend lots of time reading and rereading the text and counting words or counting
numbers or just going through a subject matter repeatedly until I have all the data in a
notebook … by reading and rereading these texts, I’m able to understand more about a
specific text or a specific subject matter than I would otherwise, than I would if I wrote a
computer program to analyse that text for me.” (Posavec)
Diagramming and thumbnailing force the researcher to engage with a text with her hand
as well as her eye. Richard Sennett (2008) discusses the ‘link between the head and
hand’, in his book The Craftsman. For craftspeople – including writers and designers –
planning and drafting are vital stages in the creative process. In ‘thinking’ through the
hand, ideas are fleshed out in action, through the process of making, and reflecting on
making. Le Corbusier, an advocate of sketching, wrote: “Once the impression has been
recorded by the pencil, it stays for good, entered, registered, inscribed. … To draw
oneself, to trace the lines, handle the volumes, organize the surface … all this means first
to look, and then to observe and finally perhaps to discover … and it is then that
inspiration may come.” (in Anthony 1966) The visual methods use drawing to reduce
written texts to abstract compositions, allowing readings of the text beyond the narrative.
These new readings provide insights and interpretations otherwise difficult to access
through non-visual methods.

2. Focused Data-mining
What we call ‘focused data-mining’ is a method that involves ‘mining’ a written text for
specific information, followed by categorisation and coding of that information. This is a
kind of Content Analysis. Stemming from the field social science, Content Analysis is a
way to systematically identify words, phrases, themes or ideas in a text, which reveal key
elements or ideas from that text. In social science and as a design tool they are methods
of data reduction – a way to pick through large volumes of text to find specific things.
“Quantification does not preclude or substitute for qualitative analysis … it does allow
however discovery of patterns that are too subtle to be visible on casual inspection.” (Lutz
and Collins quoted in Rose p.60) What is unique about the examples discussed below is
the capacity to simultaneously conduct analysis and produce a visualisation of the
findings.

4

Donald Schön discusses the notion of a conversation between designer and their sketch (Schön 1983).
Goldschmidt (above) calls this ‘backtalk’.

5
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During in her doctoral research, Sadokierski examined book reviews to find out how
literary critics were discussing the graphic devices in hybrid novels. For each novel, she
chose ten reviews from a variety of publications – book blogs to literary journals – and
streamed all the reviews into a single document with the same typeface, size and leading.
Different colours code where a reviewer discusses: general format/genre; comparisons to
other hybrid works; and the presence of graphic devices. Many reviewers noted the
presence of graphics without actually commenting on them, so where reviewers discuss
the effectiveness of graphic devices, these words/phrases are enlarged in point size. This
‘word mapping’ technique abstracts some elements of the text (the smaller, grey
typography is difficult to read) and gives visual hierarchy to specific words or phrases
(colour and size draw attention to important descriptions). The illustration below shows a
scaled down map of Umberto Eco’s novel The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, and a
detail:

Figure 4: full word map of Umberto Eco’s novel The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana
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Figure 5: detail from word map of Umberto Eco’s novel The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana

Each map visualises where graphic devices are simply mentioned (in colour), and where
critique of their function is given (enlarged point size). Examining a single map, it is
visually apparent where the critique of graphic devices is repeated in different reviews.
Comparing the maps for different novels also visually identifies patterns in the critique of
different books, as did the sentence diagrams and thumbnails schemas discussed
previously.
In producing these maps, a curious insight emerged. Descriptive adjectives like
‘gimmickry’ and ‘trickery’ kept appearing in reviews of these novels. To show this more
clearly, all the single adjectives used to describe the graphic devices in one hundred and
twenty four published reviews of hybrid novels were converted into a word cloud. The
size of the word is directly proportional to the number of times it appeared in the various
6
reviews:

Figure 6: ‘Gimmick map’ – a word cloud of adjectives used in 124 reviews of hybrid novels

This unexpected discovery provoked a shift in the focus of research. The word cloud tool
was used in following studies, but consequently split into three smaller clouds indicating
whether the term was used in a positive, negative or neutral way by the reviewer:

6
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Figure 7: ‘Gimmick map’ – where adjectives are split into positive, negative and neutral

Again, these word clouds individually map the reviews of a single book but juxtaposed,
work as comparative tool between different hybrid novels.
Sam Winston is another practitioner-researcher who uses similar methods. His study of
Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and Ruth Padel’s Darwin, A Life in Poems
compares how a scientist and a poet use language. Winston separated the texts into
nouns, verbs, adjectives and other. The ‘frequency poems’ below show the most
frequently occurring nouns in each text, which Winston describes as ‘visual portraits’ of
those texts. The frequency poem is another version of the word clouds above.

Figure 8: Sam Winston’s ‘Darwin’ in its final iteration, his ‘frequency poem’ of Charles Darwin’s On the
Origin of Species to the left, and of Ruth Padel’s Darwin, A life in Poems to the right.

A similar approach is used to analyse Shakespeare’s Romeo & Juliet, though this time
focusing on emotional themes rather than grammar – passion, rage and indifference.
Foregrounding a particular theme or grammatical pattern presents the text to be looked at
in new ways. It is a method of extracting particular elements in order to open different
conversation points around the text.
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Figure 9: Winston’s frequency poems drawn from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Passion on the left,
rage on the right.

3. Exploratory Data-mining
Every researcher tells a story of looking for one thing only to discover something else in
the process, something far more interesting. The tight boundaries of a focused dataminer can quickly dissolve if an unlikely word or figure catches his or her eye. Previous
itineraries and routes are discarded, replaced by the hopes and possibilities of either
uncharted territory, or old ground made anew by a shift of focus. The notion of exploration
without intent is of course impossible, consciously or not we look in a particular way even
if it is not for a particular thing. Nonetheless there is a difference between searching a
written text with a predetermined theme or idea and searching a written text with no clear
motive. We will refer to the latter as ‘exploratory data-mining’, the method used by Kate
Sweetapple in the initial stages of her experimental cartographic maps of Sydney.
The written text was in fact the Sydney White Pages – the 2010 telephone directory of
Sydney residents. In response to a brief to design an alternative Map of Sydney,
Sweetapple started to read these listings with little more than a vague notion that
7
surnames might prove to be an interesting starting point. And while the exact purpose
was far from clear, the approach had all the characteristics of analysis: each surname
was read – a meticulous, rigorous, methodical (and tedious) process – and assessed for
its potential value. ‘Is this surname interesting (amusing, unusual, unlikely, unexpected)
or not?’ Undoubtedly, the measure of value is highly subjective, problematic for a
demographer but less so for a designer looking for a new angle on Sydney. The process
of separating out the interesting, potentially useful surnames (Burger, Mule, Tooth) from
the less so (Barnard, Gibbs, Smith) is an interpretive method, producing a new taxonomy,
and transforming the way in which the surnames are understood. This method releases
the Sydney residents from the widely-understood and well-received categorisation
system bestowed by the Roman alphabet (A-Z), to the parochial and far-coarser
categorisation system of possibility – ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘maybe.’
So far there is nothing obviously visual about this analytical method. The design brief
provides a context for this approach but it is not yet apparent how the analysis of the
written text is distinctly visual. The clue lies in Sweetapple’s notion of ‘interesting’. What is
interesting to a visual designer is most likely different to someone analyzing the
telephone directory for demographic purposes. To Sweetapple, the surnames that were
initially interesting were sets of names that could be:

7

Commissioned by Dr Naomi Stead as part of the exhibition, Mapping Sydney: Experimental
Cartography and the Imagined City. DAB LAB Research Gallery, University of Technology Sydney,
August 2009.
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•

rendered visually, (eg. the Blacks, Whites, Greens, Browns);

•

paired (Long and Short, Salt and Pepper, Hot and Cold, Waugh and Peace, Gin
and Tonic);

•

categories of names (eg. cars, trees, birds, planets, fruit); and,

•

actions (eg. Blow, Chase, Hug, Hurt, Kiss, Pierce, Punch, Trace, Walk)

While not all of these have literal visual representations, they were chosen because of
their potential to be engaging ideas, interesting subsets. At some stage during the
process the very loose fields of interesting began to tighten, as Sweetapple noticed that
surnames that were part of large groups began to emerge as a theme: birds (Crow,
Eagle, Quail, Swift), heavenly bodies, (Mars, Moon, Pluto, Sun) fish, (Bass, Herring,
Pilcher, Whiting) trees, (Gum, Oak, Wattle) cars, (Audi, Ford, Holden) fruit, (Apple,
Cherry, Peach) etc. Yet there was still too much data, and no clear way of representing it
– a further whittling was required. It was then Sweetapple noticed some of these subsets
had more visual potential than others. The birds, fish and heavenly bodies all clustered:
birds in a flock, fish in a school and heavenly bodies in a constellation. If Sweetapple
were to plot each residential location of an individual, couple or family with an avian
8
surname, a flock that traced the geography of Sydney would emerge.

Figure 10: ‘Map of Sydney: Avian Surnames’, Author Y 2009

8

At this point the search became more focused switching to an online version and typing in avian
names, rather than reading the entire directory. But it should be noted that beginning in exploratory
mode made possible the discovery of different avian surnames – the idea would not have been realized
by starting with a focused search as Sweetapple did not yet know what she was looking for.
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If we understand exploratory data-mining as ‘looking in a particular way, even if it is not
for a particular thing’, then this particular way could be termed designerly; revealing
insights into a data set only afforded by the perspective of a visual practitioner9
researcher. Exploratory data-mining then can be described as a ‘practice-led method’.

Conclusion
The term ‘visual methods’ usually describes the analysis of images. Although the
methods we present in this paper are visual by nature, they are not used for the analysis
of images. Instead, they analyse written texts in visual ways or for visual ends. They are
methods designers use in practice, shown here in the context of research.
It is important to stress that Visual Abstraction, Focused Data-mining and Exploratory
Data-mining are analytical methods – tools for inquiry, not to be mistaken for
visualisations of existing knowledge. That the insights or findings take a visual form is
inherent in the methods themselves. The act of conducting visual analysis always
produces an outcome. Whether those outcomes are visually refined, like Winston’s
Darwin maps, or less refined, such as the highlighting and thumbnail schemas is
irrelevant in a research context. What matters is that these methods are simultaneously
analytical and communicative, whether they remain in the researcher’s notebook or are
shared with a wider audience.
It is worth noting that the examples we have used here are from practitioner-researchers
10
– all are explicit and articulate about the research process that drove the projects.
Practitioner-researchers using visual methods to analyse written texts are mindful of
scholarly conventions, particularly reproducibility. It was important to Posavec that her
sentence diagramming method was reproducible: “although I wanted to create a grand,
large analysis of On the Road I still wanted all of the strategies to be easily adaptable to
other works of literature (minus the colour-coding, of course). This was one of my main
concerns throughout the project.” (2011) Posavec’s concern for reproducibility highlights
that these are research tools, not simply drawings. Likewise for Sadokierski, the
reproducibility of the ‘gimmick clouds’ allowed comparison between a range of novels.
Although our research is ongoing – it is embedded in our research and practice – we
have come to a point where sharing our findings so far will be of value to other
researchers and educators. This paper demonstrates how these tools simultaneously
reveal insights as well as visualise findings: the evidence becomes the argument. These
designerly methods of analysis are not intended to ‘replace’ content analysis or other
approaches to text analysis. They are presented as a way ‘into’ a text for design
practitioners and critics, and intended to sit alongside more traditional or established
methods.

9

Sadokierski discusses the notion of practice-led methods in Chapter 5 of her thesis.

10

See Sadokierski 2010 for a more detailed discussion of the distinction between practitioner and
practitioner-researcher.
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